These days, most birders and ornithologists probably have a pretty good feel for what published breeding bird atlases should look like. After all, the first North American atlas projects were conducted more than a quarter-century ago, with most states and provinces having initiated or completed one or more atlases during the past decade or so. The protocol for North American breeding bird atlases is well established and widely agreed upon, and there are fairly uniform (although not formally codified) standards for publishing any atlas. The meat and potatoes of a published atlas, of course, are the species accounts: one for each breeding bird species, with about one page of text, a black-and-white illustration, a summary table, and a range map. Atlas range maps, in particular, tend to conform to a particular protocol: the familiar checkerboard pattern of little squares in different shades that correspond to possible, probable, and confirmed breeding records.
The first concern may have been valid a decade ago. But it really isn't, these days. Every birder or ornithologist I know owns--and uses--a computer. The key word is "uses." Birders and ornithologists rely on computers for everything from organizing their life lists to creating molecular phylogenies. The birder or ornithologist without a computer is a rata avis.
The second concern has greater merit, at first glance, at least. Books last forever, most people assume, whereas electronic files can be destroyed just by staring at them too hard. Ten years ago, when most electronic files were stored on floppy disks or computer hard drives (which are, in fact, quite susceptible to damage), the problem of permanence was significant. Compact disks, in contrast, are relatively resistant to damage, and they are now widely available and inexpensive.
Of course, the perception of inaccessibility and impermanence of the electronic medium remains. But is the perception sufficient to diminish the success of the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas? That depends on whether libraries, professional scientists, and amateur researchers are willing to be open-minded about electronic publishing.
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What are the advantages of publishing an electronic atlas? The two biggest are interactivity and hypertext. When you pause to think about it, the print medium is awfully inflexible: a book doesn't really do anything. That's fine for a novel or some other essentially linear genre ("Once upon a time...and they all lived happily ever after"). But not so for most reference works, which are designed to be used by real people for real-world applications. User A may want a quick summary of the most common breeders in Harney County, user B may need to know whether there is a correlation between Hermit Warbler occurrence and local logging history, and user C may be seeking everything known about Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel occurrences in Oregon. It is possible that all of this information could be contained in a traditional arias--but not all in one place. It would be the user's job, then, to cull through the text, summarize all the data, and perform the relevant analyses. Few users ever get this far with the print medium: the approach is too cumbersome, and the original data are typically summarized in a manner that is incompatible with follow-up analyses.
Another big advantage of electronic publishing is that you can get an awful lot of data on a single disk. The Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas is almost 400 megabytes, but it is only one centimeter thick--and most of that is taken up by the plastic casing for the disk. Because you can get so much onto a compact disk, the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas presents a more detailed analysis of habitat data than I have seen in any What is the present status of the 253 species that were confirmed as breeders during the atlas years in Oregon? Or, put another way, does the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas succeed at summarizing patterns of occurrence, distribution, and abundance for each of the state's breeding bird species? In particular, does the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas succeed as an electronic publication? To be fair, I realize that the preceding question was not necessarily the prime motivating factor for the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas. But, like it or not, the most important influence of the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas may well be the precedent that it establishes for electronic publishing of major ornithological reference works. In addition to the species accounts, there is a large amount of introductory and ancillary material•uite a bit more than in any published atlas of which I'm aware. All of it was interesting, and most of it seemed quite useful ("interesting" and "useful" are not necessarily the same thing). Of particular interest and usefulness was an interactive overlay of all Oregon BBS routes on the atlas hexagon grid. It is conceivable that this sort of resource will encourage wildlife managers to start thinking integratively about avian monitoring. And if this comes to pass, it will be a really major advance for users of breeding bird atlases.
Using the Oregon Breeding Bird Atlas is as simple as inserting a compact disk into
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